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large tracts of this are nature reserves, 
the study found that habitats with the 
highest diversity and abundance of 
these species were largely outside the 
protected forest areas.
“Drawing on historical records and 
comparisons with other West Indian 
islands, this study found most of  
St Lucia’s native forest species have 
declined significantly in population 
size with some at critically low levels,” 
says Daltry. “By applying the IUCN 
categories of threat, at least six reptiles 
native to St Lucia are now qualified as 
globally threatened with extinction.”
While these studies come just ahead 
of the 200 Biodiversity Action Year, 
other countries are planning to ramp 
up their conservation efforts: notably, 
South Africa, home to a diverse range 
of flora and fauna. “IUCN through 
its Countdown 200 initiative has 
mobilised resources to support 
the Southern African Development 
Community,” says Hastings Chikoko, 
head of the IUCN South Africa office. 
The plan will aim to minimise adverse 
impacts on biodiversity and encourage 
and promote beneficial effects of 
biodiversity.
And other events will have a more 
public focus. The Province of Antwerp 
in the Netherlands is planning a series 
of events to celebrate the year. They 
are planning a publication project on 
species for children aged 4–2 and a 
major public celebration on May 22 — 
designated the Day of Biodiversity.
Threatened: Variants of the Fer de Lance snake live on a number of Caribbean islands but the 
St Lucia animals are now considered endangered. (Photo: Photoshop © NHPA/Photoshot.)Tim White
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What turned you on to biology? 
Growing up in a tiny community in 
the San Bernardino National Forest in 
southern California, I was interested in 
catching and keeping any animal that 
my parents would allow. I was curious 
about how each of these animals 
worked. School didn’t help much, but 
the Time-Life books my grandmother 
gave us did. Those books integrated 
past and present biology in a way that 
made sense. Of course, evolution was 
the theme, and learning about it got 
me more and more interested in the 
paleo- part.
Do you have a favorite paper? 
It’s a 982 paper by the American 
archaeologist Kent Flannery, entitled 
‘The Golden Marshalltown’. It’s a 
disciplinary snapshot and parable told 
in a most entertaining and imaginative 
way.
What is the best advice you’ve been 
given? After my application to graduate 
school at Berkeley was rejected, but 
before I headed off to the sub-glacial 
unknown of southern Michigan, one of 
my professors, Jim O’Connell, told me 
that I’d learn more from my cohort of 
graduate students than I would from my 
professors. I was utterly naive, but Jim’s 
prediction was a key to understanding 
this enterprise. My advice is: learn how 
the academic world works.
What has been your biggest mistake 
in research? Thinking, “these are nice 
guys...” ...just before they opened fire. 
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My most favorite meetings are small 
workshops with real specimens with 
genuine colleagues. My least favorite 
are the annual ones like Flannery (cited 
above) describes: “Six hundred people 
crammed into the lobby of a hotel. 
Two hundred are talking down to you 
as if you’re an idiot. Two hundred are 
sucking up to you as if you’re a movie 
star. Two hundred are telling you lies, 
and all the while they’re looking over 
your shoulder, hoping they’ll meet 
somebody more important.” (p. 267).
Do you have a scientific hero? 
I have two. Both were colleagues 
and mentors. J. Desmond Clark 
was the African archaeologist, 
and F. Clark Howell was the global 
paleoanthropologist. The way that they 
integrated the results of their fieldwork 
with the broader scholarly pursuit of 
human origins and evolution continue 
to inspire. I am privileged to work on 
the shoulders of these giants.
What do you think about the digital 
revolution in science? I’m shooting 
digital photos rather than film, and we 
publish electronically, but the fossils 
we find are still analog. I’m more than a 
little nervous about the notion that fossil 
‘primary material’ can be accurately, 
adequately, and reliably rendered in 
electronic form. For paleontology, 
original fossils and their contexts 
constitute primary data. Everything else 
is derivative. The idea of students and 
colleagues remotely manipulating micro-
CT scans without understanding and 
appreciating the distortion, matrix and 
erosion found on virtually every original 
vertebrate fossil is disconcerting — 
whatever the populist appeal for 
glasnost of morphological data. 
Anybody who thinks of paleontological 
data as equivalent to base pair 
sequences in GenBank is either naive or 
disingenuous. Some research questions 
are still best answered the old fashioned 
way, through collection and analysis 
of original fossils. I’m also particularly 
suspicious of the current vogue of 
mining inadequate Neogene data in 
attempts to discern global patterns 
of mammalian evolution. Before we 
can adequately address the global 
questions, we need more specimens, 
requiring difficult field and laboratory 
work rather than digital jockeying.
Do you have views on journals and 
the peer-review system? There are currently too many journals with 
too little good peer review. The result 
is a garbage-in, garbage-out (Gigo) 
phenomenon that, when combined 
with the ‘electronic revolution’, drives 
specialization and fragmentation 
of the research community. The 
result is, sadly, that more and more 
contemporary authors only have 
enough time to read their own papers. 
Because of the eroding quality of peer 
review, today it is easier for papers 
remote from any real data sets to 
be published by practitioners who 
count things that aren’t real, and then 
pontificate to the point of arm-waving 
on the basis of these meta-analyses. 
I won’t deny that it’s easier work than 
field work, but maybe we should call it 
‘Gigontology’?
What’s your greatest scientific 
ambition? To maintain and expand 
field-based paleoanthropological 
research, which is necessary to more 
completely understand human origins 
and evolution. Paleontological data 
provide a unique perspective on past 
biology. Genomics couldn’t have 
predicted something like Ardipithecus, 
nor told us about its habitat, 
diet, social behavior, locomotion, 
ontogeny or evolution. This kind of 
research is threatened today by a 
lack of manpower and infrastructure 
development across Africa and 
Eurasia. Our Ethiopian colleagues and 
institutions have made great strides in 
such development, and serve as role 
models in this regard. The explosion 
of important new data coming from 
Ethiopia indicates that a critical mass 
has been achieved there. If regulatory 
protocols continue to be enlightened, 
and if research funding is sustained, the 
future looks bright.
What are the obstacles to those 
visions? Imagine you are working on 
a long-term project, say in ecology 
or demography, where it takes years 
and years to collect and report your 
results. Now, imagine that your 
colleagues are demanding access to 
your experimental data before your 
experiment is finished. Imagine that 
for every grant proposal, you have to 
fill out an extra description of how you 
will immediately make public the data 
that you have yet to collect and of 
which you have no idea what they will 
be. Then imagine that your colleagues 
convince N.S.F. to deny you ongoing 
funding until you meet their demands for premature access to your data. 
Imagine you are an African scientist 
conducting your research in your own 
country and that your study site or lab 
is then invaded by foreign colleagues. 
In paleoanthropology, you don’t have to 
imagine any of these — they are current 
events. This is obviously not the way 
forward in a discipline whose workers 
all admit to be in desperate need of 
additional primary data.
What do you think are the big 
questions in your discipline? 
Thomas Henry Huxley called human 
evolution “the question of questions for 
mankind — the problem which underlies 
all others.” Despite considerable 
progress, there are two time periods for 
which additional basic paleobiological 
data are most needed. The first is the 
6–9 million-year interval during which 
lived our last common ancestor with 
the chimpanzees — geneaologically 
our closest living relatives, yet virtually 
lacking a fossil record. The second is 
the period between 2.0 and 2.7 million 
years, during which our technological 
genus arose and emerged from 
Africa, an interval in which our clade 
also witnessed slight speciation. To 
acquire those data requires identifying 
sediments of the right age, putting 
qualified teams on the outcrops... 
and then a little luck. Another grand 
challenge is the integration of nascent 
genomic studies with paleobiological 
data in order to understand the 
mechanisms and history of human 
evolution in an unprecedented way.
From Afar: Tim White (right) with local Afar 
elder Adeni Mohammed, near Bouri village, 
Afar Rift, Ethiopia. Photo by L. Hlusko.
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For his version of the Canard a 
l’orange, Heston Blumenthal cooked 
the duck liver parfait in a bain-marie 
and, having moulded it into spheres 
in the freezer, coated it with gelatine 
to get the shape and appearance of 
orange skin. From roasted duck bones, 
Shiraz and spices, he produced a demi-
glace that he further concentrated 
in a speed-vac and shaped into 
small candies wrapped with edible 
cellophane. High-end molecular 
gastronomy of cooks like Blumenthal 
marks the pinnacle of the evolution 
of that human cultural practice that is 
cooking and that presumably began 
somewhere in Africa, eons ago, with 
charred pieces of meat or roots heated 
in the ground after a bush fire. In his 
recent book Catching Fire, Harvard 
anthropologist Richard Wrangham lays 
out his views on how the seemingly 
mundane activity of cooking may have 
shaped human evolution. 
Cooking and the use of fire are 
examples of human universals — traits 
shared by all humans, yet also exclusive 
to humans. Such traits are, by definition, 
of interest for answering that age-old 
question of ‘what makes us human?’. 
Many of the traditional answers to 
this question have a certain air of 
grandiosity about them: our ability to 
speak (and thus to ask such questions), 
our manual dexterity and abstract 
cognitive abilities, or our upright gait 
that lifts us above the crawling rest 
of creation have all been considered 
tokens of human superiority in one way 
or another. The use of fire is another 
human hallmark, so deeply engrained in 
our collective self-assessment that even 
hunter-gatherers, such as the Andaman 
islanders, would readily name it as the 
one feature distinguishing humans from 
other animals.
The real interest in these traits 
lies of course not so much in their 
marking human distinctiveness, but 
in the fact that they may represent 
key drivers of the evolution of our 




mixed. It is clear that many of these 
features are important, but just how 
their adaptive advantage — if there is 
any — may have played out remains 
unclear and often untested. Many of 
our human cognitive attributes, for 
instance, have suffered considerable 
narcissistic humiliation when in recent 
years it became clear that many other 
primates, and also some birds, show 
surprisingly sophisticated cognitive and 
tool- using skills. For other traits, such 
as language, it is tricky to pin down an 
exact, tangible adaptive value. For fire, 
however, the advantages are seemingly 
easy to narrate: once early humans 
could control, maintain, and eventually 
light fire, they could deter predators, 
keep themselves warm and they could 
cook their food, making it digestible, 
storable and free of infectious hazards. 
All of these notions are by no means 
new and have received considerable 
previous attention, also from cultural 
anthropologists, such as the late 
Claude Levi-Strauss. But the hypothesis 
Wrangham puts forward goes much 
further, stating that there is a clear, 
measurable advantage for cooking —  
an advantage so big that it has the 
potential to have radically transformed 
the course of human evolution. 
Your diet is your destiny
Wrangham’s principal idea is that 
early humans gained a selective 
advantage by cooking their food rather 
than eating it raw. This advantage, 
Wrangham argues, came from cooked 
food offering a better energy balance 
than raw food. Even though the 
impacts of cooking on nutrition have 
been studied surprisingly little, the 
evidence in favour of his argument is 
indeed impressive; in part, this has 
to do with the fact that Wrangham’s 
hypothesis deals with energy, a quality 
much more easily measurable than, 
say, correlates of cognitive changes. 
In its support, Wrangham even 
manages to draw on evidence from 
human ‘experiments’. Normally, such 
experiments that endanger a human 
subject’s nutrition by restricting them 
to only raw food would be unlikely to 
make it past the ethics committee. 
Thankfully, a considerable number 
of humans, known as raw-foodists, 
subject themselves voluntarily to such 
treatment. And indeed, humans on 
raw-food diets pretty much wither 
away. But, of course, humans are 
likely to be adapted to cooked food by 
now, so the lower energy yield might As someone who routinely confronts 
creationists of all stripes, where do 
you think this debate is headed? 
Oddly, those of us who study human 
evolution are not usually thought of 
as biologists within biology, and not 
usually thought of as paleontologists 
within paleontology. And I won’t even 
guess how most anthropologists view 
us these days... Maybe all of our various 
colleagues are just happier to have 
someone else deal with the tricky topic 
of human evolution. I have become 
convinced that the only way forward is 
to teach children about science, reason 
and critical thought. The children are 
the future. Given a decent education, 
they will learn that rational thought is 
the best way forward. Preachers will 
surely tell them that divine intervention 
might keep these large-brained bipedal 
primates from fouling their global nest. 
But it’s ever more obvious that even 
the most faithful technological primates 
need a good backup plan in case the 
deity thing doesn’t work out. 
You speak of educating children, 
what about higher education? Right 
now I’m alarmed by what is happening 
to public universities across this 
country. As a product and a current 
employee, it’s incumbent on me to 
speak out. It seems like Berkeley was 
last in the Rose Bowl when Ardipithecus 
was young. So why is my campus 
subsidizing intercollegiate athletics with 
academic funds, at the same time that 
we are cutting instruction, firing staff, 
furloughing faculty and contemplating 
‘mothballing’ century-old museums? 
How and why have we allowed the 
public university to drift into the private 
sector where new buildings are more 
important than students? Priorities need 
to be adjusted in times of economic 
duress. We need to be raising chairs of 
biology rather than hawking endowed 
stadium seats. Have our university 
administrators been mis-motivated 
by highly-paid coaches whose job it 
is to rouse ‘student athletes’ to aspire 
to bowl games and pro contracts, 
or by corporate advisors unfamiliar 
with the educational mission of a 
public university? We need to return 
the generation and transmission of 
knowledge to the forefront of our public 
universities. We cannot afford to do 
otherwise.
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